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Excerpt #1

I am five years old, and my best friend is Bao Bei. His
name means precious one in Chinese, and he is my invisible
companion, someone I created after my father yelled at me.
Bao Bei concerns my parents who want me to make what
they call real friends. But I am afraid I cannot communicate yet
with other children. After all, my parents and I speak Chinese.
My only English comes from watching television, from Ernie
and Bert, Bugs and Daffy.
Then one day, I meet Rebecca. She is fearless as she
traipses down our driveway and into the backyard. I am
stooped over in my sandbox, and do not see her, but hear her
heels click against the pavement. A strange lump rises in my
throat, and I am forced to swallow.
'Wanna play?" comes a voice when the footsteps stop.
A little blonde girl about my age stands over me, her head
full of curls cocked to one side. The sunlight dances on her
head, and freckles sprinkle her pale face.
"Okay," I say.
'What's your name?" she asks.
"Mei-mei," I say, exposing my Chinese name.
"What kind of name is that?" she says. "My name is
Rebecca. I like my name."
Her name does indeed sound prettier, and I feel a twinge
of envy, not unlike the one I feel when my mothers pays more
attention to my sisters. But I cannot say I like my name, too,
because bragging, tswai niu is forbidden in my house. My
mother could be listening in the kitchen window.
'What's your real name?" Rebecca asks.
I am glad to remember I have an American name, too.
My parents never use it, except to introduce me to American
neighbors. "Samantha," I say.
"Oh, that's much nicer," Rebecca says. "My cat's name is
Sam."
She settles down beside me in the sandbox. She spreads
out the lace and ruffles of her blue dress along the seat. On her
feet are shiny white shoes. "Do you have any friends?" she
asks.
"My mother," I say. "And my sisters." How could I pos
sibly explain Bao Bei?
"I have a friend named Judy," she says. "And my
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boyfriend is Matthew. Do you have a boyfriend?"
I shake my head, feeling a little sad. My father is a boy,
and he is my friend. I wonder if perhaps I should mention him.
But I keep quiet, for fear I've misunderstood.
We brush our fingers through the sand for a while, and
form cylindrical mounds with water from a canister. Rebecca is
bold and does not ask to use anything. She just helps herself.
'Wanna come to my house and play?" Rebecca says. "I
live up the street."
"I have to ask first," I say.
Rebecca follows me into our house. My mother smiles
when she sees her, glad that I have at last found a real friend .
"You want to go?" my mother asks me in Chinese when I
make my request.
Rebecca looks puzzled. I am not sure how to respond.
Do I speak Chinese for my mother's sake? Or English for Rebec
ca's? I choose to say nothing and just nod.
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